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On a soft May day I arrived at a guest house on Ursulines Street, just past
 
Rampart on the north edge of the French Quarter in New Orleans. I had a
 room off the interior courtyard, an open space overflowing with 
brilliant flowers and plants, blooming shrubs small lily-filled fountains, banana trees
 with bright 
green
 clusters, and a lattice-covered gazebo with a porch swing  
and black-lacquered Chinese cabinets. The lushness was almost
 overpowering, more than I 
could
 bear, especially after the starkness of a long  
Iowa winter.
My fourth visit to New Orleans and I’d 
already
 braved the throngs on  
Bourbon Street, ridden the trolley up St. Charles to Audubon Park and
 traipsed around the Garden District. I’d 
walked
 around St. Louis Cathedral  
and Jackson Square, browsed my way through the maze of vendors in the
 French Market. And though I knew I’d do some of those things yet again I
 wanted something else from this trip. This time, I’d told myself, I’m going
 to get inside this city, right 
into
 the heart of things.
Beyond this oasis, beyond the barred guest house door was Rampart
 Street with its seedy bars, boarded-up buildings, tattoo parlors, and to the
 north, row upon row of shabby shotgun cottages as far as I could see over
 the flat slab of the city. I wanted to walk those streets too.
It’s so 
hot
 and humid in the summer that people move slowly, and there’s  
an underwater shimmer in the air. A softness to everything, as if the
 buildings were worn away by the air itself. Age, moisture, and general
 disrepair have created new colors, new textures: rounded brick, faded pastel
 paint, 
wood
 worn to the color and smoothness of an old woman’s hands.  
Weeds sprout in the cracked streets, buildings lean toward each other, stucco
 falls in lightly-colored piles, brick walls sweat and drip, houses shrug off
 paint, structures exhale and walls bow and shift, doors groan, and
 foundations ease themselves a little deeper into the soft earth. The buildings
 seemed alive to me, had personalities, eccentricities. I found myself touching
 almost every surface I passed.
And listening to music everywhere. Street musicians. Marching Dixieland
 
bands. Jazz and blues pouring out of the club doors into the still, humid air,
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dance to. All these sounds blended into a 
buzz
 like cicadas on a summer  
night, a light blanket of noise I became so accustomed to I didn’t really hear
 it. Unless it was the sweet wail of a saxophone blowing from a darkened
 doorway, played by a young woman, eyes closed to the passersby, spilling
 notes from some pure, deep part of herself. Music so sweet it stopped me,
 held 
me,
 until I turned and put a dollar in her opened case.
Unless it was the 9-YEAR-OLD BOY WONDER
 
on the walkway by the  
river with his boy-sized drum kit, a cloth-covered card table set with his 
sign, and a huge, fake silver goblet, a chalice really, ready to receive dollar . The
 Boy
 
Wonder looked snappy, dressed in dark glasses, pressed white dress shirt  
buttoned to the neck, sleeves down and buttoned, tight little black pants,
 
white
 socks, black shoes. A cluster of pre-teen girls giggled around him as he  
sat down to play. Spellbound, I stood there and 
listened
 as he made those  
drums an instrument, not just timed sticks on hide. He played syncopated
 riffs, complicated back beats; I swore I could hear melodies, rich and replete
 
with
 tone and nuance. He was terrific, and his grin at me said he knew it as I  
smiled back, shaking my head as I stepped forward and offered up my buck.




 a bag of ice and some film. There were the usual signs on  
the grimy windows advertising beer, cigarettes, and the ubiquitous Po-boy
 sandwiches and seafood specials. When I went in I was surprised to find a
 long-dismantled lunch counter, a couple of shelves with a paltry display of
 canned goods and condiments, and a noisy beer cooler with some
 miscellaneous single cans of beer and soda. Behind the front 
counter
 and  
beyond a barricade of empty cases sat a young Asian man watching a tiny
 black-and-white TV. I asked if he had any ice and he motioned to a 
low cooler at the front of the store where I found a bag so long past cube stage it
 was a large, frosted block. When I went back to the front he was engaged
 with an old man dressed in a filthy T-shirt and stained pants hanging under
 his worn shoes, trying to sell, or perhaps trade, a cheap gold watch with the
 thick twisty metal kind of band. The clerk didn’t want it, barely spoke, and
 motioned the man away as he stared back at the TV screen.
I paid for my ice and some cigarettes and the man watched me get my
 
change back from a twenty, then said with a big gap-toothed smile, “Hey
 pretty gal, I’
ll
 sell you this watch for ten dollars. It’s a genuine Rolodex.” I  
guessed he meant Rolex, and I knew it certainly wasn’t, so I smiled, held up
 my 
wrist
 and said, “Got a watch already.” I had shifted the ice in my arms  
and was walking to the door 
when
 he jumped around me and said, “That’s  
okay. Here, let me get the door for a pretty gal like you. Least an old man
 can still do that.” So I thanked him and hoped he’d just let me walk away,
 but he shuffled backwards in front of me on the sidewalk and said, 
“
I don’t  
got no money and it’s so hot I just need a nice, cool drink. Can’t you spare
 me that change?” I 
could
 tell by his breath that he needed some  
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Perhaps because he was so persistent, so forward in his need, I reached
 
into my pocket and gave him my change. Just part of the give and take, 
part of the city’s hustle. Smiling as I stepped jauntily along the hot, littered
 street, far from the tourist hangouts, I imagined the way the old man had
 seen me, unadorned by camera, shopping bag, or shoulder bag, just my
 rumpled T-shirt and shorts, hands unwadding the worn twenty buried in my
 pocket 
when
 I paid for my ice. I bet he thought I was a local, I thought  
smugly to myself, not some idiot tourist. Then I realized that of course he’d
 heard me speak in those solid, unaccented Midwestern tones favored by TV
 newscasters everywhere.
I thought about the boy drummer on the levee and the man in the
 
grocery. Both times I’d paid for a performance, one merely a little more
 obvious. I wondered if anything was truly free in New Orleans, or rather, if
 there’s anything not for sale. The old man probably spotted me for a tourist
 right away, I thought glumly, shifting the ice from arm to arm, careful 
not
 to  
look anyone in the face as I passed.
I 
remembered
 an earlier visit when two teen-aged black kids approached  
my friend Kim and me one night as we walked between Jackson Square and
 the impeccably restored Pontalba apartments. One of them stopped Kim and
 said, “Bet I know where you got your shoes. I’ll bet you a buck I can tell 
you where you got your shoes.” Kim looked at her pointy, worn black boots and
 back at the kid and said, “Okay, where?,” thinking he’d never guess a state
 he’d 
probably
 barely heard of. “On the sidewalk, and that’s one dollar you  
owe me.” We knew she’d been conned 
but
 it was a good one, funny and  
nervy, so she paid up and we walked on laughing, admiring the kids’
 enterprise and 
feeling
 like spottable tourists.
Trudging back to the guest house I realized I didn’t want to be a
 spottable tourist this time. Besides being catered 
to,
 preyed upon, solicited  
from, used, they’re . . . obvious. This time I wanted to pass unnoticed; I
 wanted to watch, to control my engagement with the city.
This trip I noticed many more homeless people, more panhandlers
 
sleeping on benches around Jackson Square and pissing between parked cars
 in the 
narrow
 Quarter streets. I’ve always been intrigued at how these  
people can erect an invisible wall of privacy out of the air. When 
not
 actively  
begging they acted as if they did 
not
 see us, the visitors or the townies.  
Perhaps they
 
wanted us to pretend to not notice them. And there were more  
homeless families now too; silent, large-eyed, even the children stare around
 quietly. There was no hype or anger in the panhandling, 
only
 resignation and  
exhaustion. Many men sat on the sidewalks, in doorways, backed against the
 walls, holding a hat or a bowl, letting crude signs speak for them: 
“
I don’t  
have no food.” “Please help.” “I lost my 
job
 and I don’ t have nothing.  
God bless you.” So many ways of asking in this strange city.
*
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walked down to the 
west
 end of the Quarter, toward Canal Street and the  
main business district to get some Band-Aids at a
 
Woolworth’s. It was  
crowded, mostly
 
with middle-aged tourists from the downtown high-rise  
hotels buying cocktail mixers and Turns. In front of me 
at
 the checkout was  
a group of dark-skinned men, Indian or perhaps Indonesian, talking to each
 other rapidly and vehemently in their native language and gesturing toward a
 shopping cart filled with the oddest assortment of items: twelve or fourteen
 cans of tuna, two huge bottles of cheap mouthwash, two toothbrushes, and
 many packages of size D batteries. The cashier, a black woman who, like
 most service people in New Orleans, looked like nothing could surprise her,
 told them their total was $55 and something. One of the men took a bunch
 of matted bills from his pocket and gave them all to the cashier, then gave a
 helpless look to his friends. The clerk gave him a couple of ones and some
 change back and the whole 
group
 left the store still talking loudly. After I  
paid for my Band-Aids I hurried out and watched them as they walked away,
 chattering and skittish from their brush with a city’s culture that has made an
 
art
 form of peeling money from visitors. I kept trying to figure out a logic  
for their purchases. I wanted to know their story; as if I could assign value to
 their existence by extrapolating fact through imagination. They were clearly
 new arrivals and obviously poor, so I guessed that they all lived in a tiny,
 damp apartment, ate the tuna because it was cheap protein, then took turns
 brushing their teeth with the mouthwash to 
kill
 the smell so they could hurry  
from restaurant to restaurant, from wharf to wharf looking for work. And
 maybe their 
only
 other hedge against the loneliness of an alien culture was a  
portable stereo. That would explain the batteries.
“But why explain the batteries?” I ask later in my journal. Or anything
 
else in this odd city? Why do I even care about these men? By making up a
 “story” for these foreign men aren’t I really making up my own “story,” a
 version of myself? The one where I’m the insider, comfortable in 
my 
world  
of drugstores and dollars, and they become the outsiders, the tourists.
 Perhaps that’s the 
magic
 of travel, especially obvious in this mutable city, the  
freedom to cast oneself in other roles. I write, “But who am I here?”
In the middle of a hot and soggy afternoon I’m someone who 
badly
 wants  
to cool off with a wonderful concoction of iced 
Italian
 coffee, cream, and  
chocolate in Kaldi’s Coffee Warehouse. This huge old building, with the
 ground floor open to an interior second story balcony, smelling dark and rich
 from the half-spilled burlap bags of coffee stacked everywhere, and furnished
 
with
 antique grinding and brewing equipment, quickly became one of my  
favorite haunts. 
It
 seemed to be the hangout for street musicians, mimes,  
off-duty waiters, and assorted New
 
Age and bohemian artist types. I tried to  
pass as a local and sat at the counter 
that
 ran around two sides of the corner  
building and 
people-watched
 on Decatur Street, not far from the French  
Market. Looking 
around
 I thought of starting a conversation with a man  
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sitting a few stools down from me who was smoking and reading, pausing
 
every few minutes to look pleasantly out the window. His black pants and
 white 
shirt
 marked him as a waiter and I knew he could tell me much about  
the city. Yet I also 
knew
 I couldn’t overcome my Midwestern reticence, my  
own natural reserve, to speak to him, 
already
 playing out in my imagination  
the sharp sigh that would signal his annoyance as he turned to reply to my
 intrusion. Humiliated by a rejection I hadn’t even suffered I turned back to
 
my
 coffee and lit a cigarette, exhaling my smoke at the window separating me  
fro  the street.
Another local hangout is the Napoleon House, a corner building with a
 
mottled stucco face and story-high, black-green doors peeling from age and
 humidity. Popular legend has it that after the battle of Waterloo the Mayor
 of New Orleans planned to help Napoleon escape from St. Helena and had
 the house built for the ex-emperor. A friend and I 
ordered
 the traditional  
house specialty—muffaletta—Italian meats on French bread topped with
 melted cheese and 
marinated
 Italian vegetables. Our waiter was a middle-  
aged man with an unmistakable New Orleans accent, soft and lilting, vaguely
 Southern but with a curious lift at the beginnings of words and sentences.
 He wandered in and out, around the tables, often talking to himself and
 laughing 
quietly,
 sometimes “air-conducting” to the classical music playing in  
the background. A few tables away were a 
group
 of older tourists, laughing  
and noisy and drinking quite a lot. When they were ready for another round
 one of the men tried to summon our waiter by holding his arm out and
 snapping his fingers as he continued to 
talk
 loudly to the rest of his table. As  
the waiter walked by he winked at me, raised one eyebrow, smiled, and
 muttered “don’t snap those fingers at me,” but by the time he reached their
 table moments later he’d straightened his face and was affable and charming.
 That single conspiratorial wink, that wonderfully inclusive gesture made my
 day. It was as if I’d been allowed to follow him right through the swinging
 doors into the 
steaming
 kitchen, where the waiters and cooks and busboys  
talked and laughed and mimicked the customers.
All the music clubs leave their doors open; cool, conditioned air and hot
 
sound come pouring out into the steaming 
evening
 street to lur  in the  
tourist dollars. At fi st it seems like a remarkable bargain: no cover charge.  
But, the bouncer-doorman says, there’s a one drink per set minimum. That
 sounds reasonable until the waitress tells you it’s five dollars for your Coke.
A few of us 
timed
 it right so we could arrive during a break, buy our  
obligatory five-buck drink and listen to a set or two. The band was fronted
 by a white-haired trumpet player pushing seventy I guessed. The rest of the
 band members were 
probably
 in their sixties-saxophonist, string bass player,  
drummer, and a serious woman at the piano, with neatly curled gray 
hair
 and  
a white polyester suit, who looked as though she’d be more at home
 accompanying a Baptist church choir. Except for the bass player they 
were
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black, and except for the saxophone player who smiled and cracked a few
 
jokes,
 they  were all sober, intent on the music. These were musicians, not  
some house band pandering to a noisy crowd. Technically they were
 brilliant, 
but
 I sensed that we were seeing and hearing a carefully developed  
facade. They seemed to play out of habit rather than from the heart. I
 wondered if this was inevitable. Three or four sets a night, six nights a week
 ... for how many years? Thirty? Forty? How many drunken requests for
 “When the Saints Come Marching In”? I wondered 
about
 the girl I’d seen  
earlier, playing saxophone in the dark-how long could she play on the streets
 with her eyes closed, music case open-how long would the music stay pure
 and true and from deep in herself? Or was that a careful 
construct
 too?
Does playing night after night to an out-of-town crowd form a callus on the
 soul?
Part of New Orleans’ intoxicating effect is literal. The city seems to give
 
visitors license to leave their Puritan baggage in their 
hotel
 rooms and to eat  
and drink and dance and make lewd comments to other strangers on the
 streets. I looked around the bar and noticed that I appeared to be the only
 person 
not
 drinking, and at that moment I missed the camaraderie, false as it  
could be, that drinking with a group of friends engendered. Though I could
 see the contempt the musicians had for the obnoxious 
drunks,
 I wished, for  
the moment, 
that
 I hadn’t sobered up, that I still could bask in the alcohol  
glow that’s such a central part of New Orleans night life. Walking the
 streets later, still sober, I felt lonesome, and far away from the pulse of the
 city I’d hoped to find.
The night before, down by the river, I’d watched the smallest, cheapest,
 
dinner cruise paddle-wheeler come up the river to dock. Before the boat had
 even tied 
up,
 the crew was stacking the cheap plastic tables and chairs, tearing  
down, and cleaning up. But the passengers, all women, looking like
 desperate secretaries on vacation, were still clapping and rocking as the three-
 piece band puffed and plodded through yet 
another
 rendition of the  
“Saints.” I’d 
watched
 as the last ones wheeled and shrilled across the  
gangplank and the musicians and crew laughed at them and muttered among
 themselves. I saw variations of this everywhere New Orleanians serviced
 tourists: whether it was the tight, closed faces of the guest house maids
 walking quickly past us leisurely breakfasters, or the phony good-time smiles
 of waiters and carriage-drivers, one can sense the hostility and despair
 beneath the 
Big
 Easy’s facade.
The Café du Monde, on Decatur in the heart of the Quarter, is open
 
twenty-four hours a day, and although it’s roofed, the 
only
 walls are flimsy  
cotton awnings open to the air m st always. Tourists and locals alike come
 to drink the café au lait and eat the sugary confections called beignets at its
 crowded tables.
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confluence of street mimes, musicians, clowns, and hucksters in the city.
 
Tarot readers and portrait artists line Jackson Square like any park’s eager
 birds, waiting to pluck a customer out of the seamless wall of tourists milling
 around. One day I passed a mime on her way to 
work,
 or to the spot she’d  
claimed for the day as her job-site. She came striding down the street
 looking like an apparition of Dickens’s Miss Havisham, but more ghoulish,
 with a white-painted face and smudgy black-rimmed eyes, yet smoking a
 cigarette and glancing at her watch just like anybody running a bit late for
 work.
One evening I was sitting in the café when I noticed two people coming
 
across the street pushing two 
large
 carts. In this city of costume and illusion  
what struck me is how ordinary they looked-a rumpled plain man in jeans
 and a plaid shirt and a rather dowdy cheerful woman in a 
white
 top and  
dotted slacks. They clearly weren’t mimes or musicians so I was curious
 when they stopped in front of us and briskly 
started
 to unload their carts.  
They pulled off big cylindrical objects; tubes, metal poles, 
ladders,
 card  
tables-all painted a cheap flat black. They were quick and efficient as
 technicians, and as I watched, two eight-foot telescopes took shape in the
 growing dusk. The man set ladders beside each one and busied himself 
with aiming, one at the moon, which was obvious, and one at no particular point
 in the starry dark sky. The woman set up hand-painted signs that said
 “Reflecting Telescopes: See Our 
Moon!
 See Jupiter and Her Moons!”  
There were smaller signs too, what looked to be not-very-new newspaper
 clippings 
about
 the man and about the technology of the “reflecting”  
telescopes. The woman set a card table beside each telescope and plopped a
 fish bowl on both, then reached in 
her
 pocket and pulled out some bills  
which she stuffed in each of them. After a long time spent aiming and
 adjusting various knobs the man came down from the ladder, ordered coffee




 it was mostly men who stopped to read the signs, look  
skeptically at the giant scopes, then engage the telescope man, always the
 man, in some kind of conversation. I also noticed that the men immediately
 put their hands in their pockets as they read, and 
eyed,
 and considered giving  
in to their curiosity. Once satisfied they were not about to be cheated, they
 put a dollar in the bowl, 
listened
 impatiently to the telescope man tell them  
not to fiddle with the knobs, climbed the ladder, peered through the sight,  
and compulsively, maybe instinctively, 
started
 to twist and turn the various  
dials. Meanwhile, the man and woman were busy talking to others who
 wanted a 
look,
 then one of them would glance up at the current customer,  
and the telescope man would groan, hurry over to tell them their time was
 up, then scramble up the ladder himself to readjust everything once again.
 This scenario was repeated over and over, and though I toyed 
with
 the idea  
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matter
 how curious, I wouldn’t look. As usual I couldn’t bear the thought  
of being so obviously a tourist.
Think
 of the word “tourist” and a hundred ugly stereotypes come to  
mind. Tourists embody all the crassness of American junk culture. Tourists
 dominate and control a landscape 
rather
 than pass through it lightly. And  
sadly, the economics of tourism are based on contamination and compromise.
 The hunger of economic necessity forces a place like New Orleans to change
 its culture to accommodate the lowest common denominator-the smutty
 shops and girlie shows on Bourbon Street that pander to and exploit the
 worst kind of tourist. The tourist expects to be cheated and harassed on
 Bourbon Street, and the shabby dancers and store-clerks understand that the
 contempt of the tourist once the hangover wears off is the price they pay to
 take his money. At this level tourism is weirdly parasitic and symbiotic but at
 least it’s a reciprocal commercial agreement.
I tried hard 
not
 to seem a part of this. I refused to spend money in  
touristy stores. I spent most of my time walking and watching. I was quiet.
 I didn’t 
buy
 things or carry a large gaudy shopping bag or camera. I wore  
quiet clothes. What was wrong with me? Much as I 
tried
 to pass as a local  
did I really think I 
could
 be other than what I was? A tourist. Within this  
city of illusion I discovered my own paradox: All my watching, all my posing,
 all 
my
 detached questing to get at the heart of things merely pushed me  
farther away. I can’t ever break through the visitor barrier, I thought as I
 stared in the window of Aunt Sally’s Praline Shoppe, all those white women
 buying candy and silly gifts, and all those black women behind the glass,
 sweating and working at their jobs.
The Maple Leaf Bar, far from the Quarter on Oak Street, is a legendary
 
music club. It’s a wonderful seedy place in a crummy neighborhood with
 danced-thin cement floors, and pressed-tin walls and ceiling. I felt
 completely at home as soon as I 
walked
 in. The only seating was at a long  
bar running the length of the 
narrow
 front room, and a second large room  
had nothing 
but
 a stage and a few benches along the wall. Oddly enough  
the bar had no jukebox, 
but
 there were about four chessboards set up in the  
front and signs pasted all over attested to the popularity of Sunday poetry
 readings and jam sessions. The bartender was a large, friendly woman
 starting to sag at the corners of her mouth, her eyes, 
around
 her hips. Her  
face looked soft, yet lined and weathered like a well-used dollar bill, and I
 imagined years of hard bartending could do that. She looked as if she could
 pick up any man and throw him out the door, but only if she had to, and she
 
probably
 wouldn’t enjoy it.
We were there on a Thursday night-Cajun night-and the band was milling
 around and tuning up when we arrived and found stools at the bar with a
 view into the big dance room. It was apparent right away that the crowd
 came solely for the music, came especially to dance. 
Cajun
 music is zesty and  
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rhythmic and I couldn’t stop tapping my feet and 
smiling
 as I watched  
couples of all ages two-step and waltz-step in intricate patterns around the
 floor. Everyone seemed to know each other and I guessed 
that
 most of the  
same people came to 
Cajun
 night week after week—like an informal dance  
club. Couples exchanged partners frequently and the single men
 outnumbered the available women partners.




 men kept theirs in a back pocket while the women tied the  
bandanas around their necks, or, if extremely trim, around the waist. I
 wondered about this until the dancing started and I saw how it made sense.
 Cajun dancing is energetic and athletic. Couples roam all over the floor and
 each has a distinctive style: some dip and slide, others hop and bump, and
 everyone twirls and twirls. The men definitely lead and sometimes seemed to
 compete with each 
other
 in the cleverness and velocity of their steps. Women  
who can follow any man’s lead were always in demand. Each song lasted at
 least five and sometimes ten minutes, so after the accordion wheezed out the
 last note everyone pulled 
out
 their bandana and mopped off the sweat.
It wasn’t like the few country western bars that I’d been to in Iowa—no  
flirting, no 
meaningful
 glances, no who’s here with whom, no crying in the  
bathroom. These people were here for the music, here to dance, and they
 were having serious fun. My formative dancing years were in the ’60s and
 ’
70s
 and I never learned how to dance steps while actually touching  
someone. For me, dancing was as individual as the particular drug sensation
 I was having at the moment. Later, it became 
individual
 as in “art” or  
“style” or “performance.” Listening to the good-time pop and spark of the
 
Cajun
 band and seeing the exhilarated faces of the whirling couples I grew  
nostalgic for a skill I never had. My friend Kim and I were asked repeatedly
 to dance and the men’s reactions were 
not
 at all what I expected. In the bars  
I used to frequent, to refuse a man a dance was to say: The real reason I
 won’t dance with you is because I think you are a horrible person and my
 refusal is an axe to your ego because I am an uppity bitch. No matter what
 was said, that’s what the man heard. In the Maple Leaf Bar I had to refuse
 dances due to my own incompetence. When I admitted I didn’t know how
 to dance like that, a few men said “that’s too bad,” in a gracious 
but
 pitying  
way as if I’d just divulged 
that
 I had a rash or some very slight deformity. It  
was my first experience 
with
 the phenomena of “southern gentlemen,” and  
though they were polite, they were slick and subtle too. For unlike the
 northern men of my experience, who took a refusal as a wound to their egos,
 these southern men delicately 
parried
 that refusal back on me. It was my  
self-esteem which suffered 
that
 night.
Talk about getting into the heart of the city, I couldn’t even dance 
with the locals.
For two days I overcame my reticence about carrying a camera and took
 
photos of any doorway 
that
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District with its opulent mansions and cultivated gardens and I snapped
 
photos of freshly-painted carved doorways, some double, some French, many
 barred. The only people I ever saw around the District were gardeners and
 house painters and those photos felt like nothing other than documentation.
 Back in the Quarter I 
walked
 the residential streets to the north and west:  
Dumaine, Governor Nicholls, Ursulines, Barracks. 
Here
 I photographed the  
narrow shuttered doors of the wooden shotgun houses and raised brick  
cottages that line the streets, and the tiny, person-width doors 
that
 lead  
between houses back to the small courtyards. All the doors and windows
 facing the street are locked and shuttered. I wondered if it was a desire for
 privacy, to block out amateur voyeurs like 
me,
 or if perhaps it had to do with 
keeping out noise and heat. Doorways are often painted a bright contrasting
 color to the rest of the front; 
red
 against pink, emerald against yellow, blue  
against 
red
 brick. Some of the houses look abandoned; windows boarded  
and slats missing from peeling window shutters.
South and east, towards downtown, the buildings are older, and are made
 
of brick or stucco, two- or three-storied, with the ornate grillwork on the
 balconies one associates with French Quarter architecture. Most of the doors
 in these old buildings are double, each side barely wide enough for a person
 to pass through and many have grillwork, now for security rather than
 aesthetics. The overhanging balconies mean that some of these doors have
 been in shade since the late 1700s and the buildings themselves have a feel of
 damp and ponderous enduring gloom.
Although I was drawn to the history, the architecture, the food and the
 
climate, it was what hid behind the closed shutters, the closed faces or phony
 smiles, that I longed for. Photographing all those doorways was a desperate
 gesture, maybe an admission of failure, I thought dejectedly as I looked at
 my notebook, pens, and a history of New Orleans strewn across the
 courtyard table. Call it ingrained literary habit, my search for a metaphor for
 the city, this trip. I had come to this strange and redolent place to discover
 the heart of it, and to write about it, to fix its image on the printed page, but
 now I saw that New Orleans had wiggled out from under 
my
 pen. In a place  
constantly transformed by the effects of 
heat
 and decay and social ills, a city  
where the woman in heels and mini-skirt in front of you on the sidewalk may
 very well be a man, a city that’s made an institution, however chaotic, out of
 the concept of Carnival masks, any sort of fixed reality blurs and softens in
 the wet air. There is no single story here. “New Orleans resists definition,”
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